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1. CALL TO ORDER  

2. ROLL CALL 

3. AUDIENCE COMMENTS 

(regarding items not on the agenda) 

4. PUBLIC HEARING 

 Wharf District Master Plan Update – 
Comprehensive Plan Amendment 

5. INFORMATIONAL ITEMS 

6. APPROVAL OF MINUTES 

 Approval of minutes from September 22, 2016 
 

7. ADJOURNMENT 
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MEETING DATE:  December 1, 2016 – 7:00pm 

SUBJECT: Wharf District Master Plan Update – Comprehensive 
Plan Amendment 

PROPONENT: Port of Bellingham 

APPLICATION TYPE(S): Comprehensive Plan Amendment 

FILE NUMBER(S): CPA-2-16 

REQUEST: An amendment to the Wharf District Master Plan to increase building 

heights in certain areas. The proposal also expands the permitted uses in 

the planning area by allowing marine related uses. Planning Area Three 

or Mariner Village, is 12.75 acres. Approximately 1.6 acres of this area 

is affected by the proposed height increase.  

LOCATION: Central Business Wharf District, Planning Area Three. Located on the 

southeast corner of Marine Drive and Milhollin Drive.  

SUBMITTED BY:  Community Development Services 

PREPARED BY: Alex Wenger, AICP, Community Planner II 

AGENDA LOCATION: 

    Public Hearing        Communications     Unfinished Business      New Business   

 

ATTACHMENTS: 

A. Application 

B. Port of Bellingham Height Analysis 

C. Public Comments 

D. SEPA Determination 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOTE:  The materials that constitute the official record are on file with the Community Development 

Services Department and may be reviewed upon request. 

 

 

STAFF REPORT TO 

PLANNING COMMISSION  
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SUMMARY  

The proposed Comprehensive Plan Amendment is to update the Wharf District Master Plan. Specifically, 

Zone 3 or Mariner Village would be adjusted to allow water-related uses, such as boat storage or web 

lockers, and certain subareas would have the maximum height increased by ten feet.  

 

The Wharf District Master plan defines the City of Blaine’s and Port of Bellingham’s development strategy 

for all of the property accessible by Marine Drive.  

 

PROCEDURAL INFORMATION  

Comprehensive Plan Amendment 

The proposed Comprehensive Plan Amendment proposed by the Port of Bellingham as the Applicant and 

docketed by the City Council under Resolution 1688-165 on July 25, 2016. 

 

Comprehensive Plan Amendments must be processed in compliance with Blaine Municipal Code (BMC) 

Chapter 16.04 (Comprehensive Plan Amendments).  BMC 16.04.100 states that the Planning Commission 

shall review staff’s findings and recommendations for Comprehensive Plan Amendments and hold a public 

hearing(s). The Planning Commission shall than evaluate the proposal in regards to the approval criteria 

contained in BMC 16.04.080. At the conclusion of the Commission’s evaluation, they shall draft a 

recommendation to City Council to approve, approve with modifications, or deny the proposal.  

 

Comprehensive Plan Amendments are Type III Legislative permits. The Commission may hold multiple 

public hearings if they so desire.  

 

Notification requirements 

Public notification of an open public hearing has been completed in a manner consistent with the public 

notification requirements contained in BMC 16.04.030.  

 

SEPA review 

An environmental checklist was prepared and submitted with the application materials.  A Determination 

of Non-Significance (DNS) has been issued under WAC 197-11-340 (2).  The comments period closed on 

November 23, 2016. 

 

Public Comment 
As of the drafting of this report, staff has received one public comment, a letter from Mr. Bill Becht.  Mr. 
Becht is opposed to the proposal due to potential impacts to the views from Peace Portal Drive. A copy of 
his letter is included as Attachment B. 
 

ANALYSIS  

The Wharf District Master Plan was originally approved in 2007 

through a comprehensive effort with the Port of Bellingham and 

the City of Blaine. In addition to public notices for Planning 

Commission and City Council meetings, downtown property 

owners were invited to work sessions and design charrettes. The 

master planning effort studied many of the critical components 

that make up the wharf area; commerce and industry, recreation, 

transportation, infrastructure, multi-jurisdictional oversight, and 

connectivity to Semiahmoo and the City’s downtown, as an 

Figure 1 
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example. Much effort went into blending these elements to create a strategic development plan for the 

City’s working waterfront and set the stage for future development.  

 

The Wharf District Master Plan was written to work in unison with Chapter 17.23 of the Blaine Municipal 

Code, the CB – Wharf Zoning District. The Master Plan provides the history, vision and overarching goals 

for future development, while also providing the permitted land use types. The Wharf Zoning District in 

the BMC provides a development review process and specific development standards, such as setbacks 

and landscaping requirements. Both the Master Plan and the Wharf Zoning District break the entire 

geographic area into seven related but separate planning areas. The proposed amendment is solely for 

planning area three, or Mariner Village.  

 

The vision for Marine Village is very similar to downtown Blaine; residential units above pedestrian 

oriented commercial uses on the ground floor. The vision is that of an urban “village” with shops and 

services with upper story residences. The Master Plan describes Mariner Village as a place where “retail 

businesses, restaurants and services on the ground floor could meet the needs of future residents and 

visitors and complement existing and future Market District businesses (in downtown Blaine). A small 

hotel or conference center along Marine Drive could provide an ideal setting for weddings, community 

events and business meetings.”  In addition, significant emphasis is placed on stepped height limits and 

creating view corridors.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 
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Over the last nine years the Port and City have not experienced the waterfront development as envisioned 

in the Wharf District Master Plan. Today there is a difference economic climate compared to the fast-

growth economy leading up to 2007.  The demand for commercial and mixed use development has 

diminished while there remains an abundant supply of land zoned for such uses. While the City is 

optimistic that growth will increase in the future, the City and Port are tasked with managing the assets 

that exist today.  

 

 
 

The Port of Bellingham has proposed a Comprehensive Plan Amendment that will change two 

components of the Wharf District Master Plan. Permitted land uses and allowed building heights. The 

following analysis takes a closer look at these two aspects of the proposal.  

 

Permitted Land Uses 
 

Today the Mariner Village planning area consists primarily of water-related uses. The Port owns and 

operates web lockers which support the fishing industry. The web lockers are located on the west side of 

Milhollin Drive adjacent to Marine Drive. The Port operates a boat storage yard south of the web lockers. 

Blaine Marine Services provides repair and maintenance services and also boat storage and sales on the 

east side of Milhollin Drive, also adjacent to Marine Drive.  

 

Farther down Marine Drive to the east within the Marine Village planning area there are several non-water 

related businesses. These include the Northern Light Building with Point Roberts Press and several other 

offices. There is an office complex building at 215 Marine Drive, which is also located within the 

planning area as well as 211 Marine Drive, which is currently a yacht sales business.  

Figure 3 
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The Wharf District Master Plan states that a “variety of uses” are permitted in this planning area, and 

continues by providing development guidelines that allow a “mix of water oriented commercial retail and 

service space on the ground floor level with space for office and residential and lodging accommodations 

above.”  

 

The proposed amendment would add to these allowed uses by including the language “and other marine-

related uses”.  This would expand the allowed uses in the planning area to include ground floor uses such 

as boat storage and web lockers. While these types of uses would support Blaine Marina and the fishing 

industry, staff would not consider them complementary with the urban village concept.  

 

To summarize the other related changes proposed to the Master Plan, there is a shift in emphasis to 

provide greater support for the Blaine Marina, the fishing industry and water-related uses. The language 

that describes the current condition of the web lockers is proposed to be amended. The amendment speaks 

to potentially keeping the web lockers until such time that the planning area is fully redeveloped. There is 

also additional language proposed under the Implementation section for the Mariner Village planning area 

that speaks to supporting the adjacent Marina and fishing industry.  

 

It is important to note that the proposed amendments do not abandon the urban village concept. While the 

City and the Port would welcome a developer that wished to fully buildout Mariner Village, the reality is 

there has been no interest for such a large scale mixed use development on the Port’s property. Until such 

time that the economic climate significantly changes, staff believes that we should focus on supporting the 

commerce and industry that already occupy the City’s waterfront.   

 

By allowing the working waterfront to grow and expand in Mariner Village, the City’s land supply for 

commercial and mixed use development arguably is reduced.  While many of the water related uses, such 

as a boat storage yard could redevelop someday into an urban village, future mixed use development 

pressure can focus on the downtown area where there is large supply of land that is ready to develop.  

 

Based on these reasons, staff supports the proposed amendment to allow water-related uses with less 

emphasis placed on creating an urban village and provide more support for Blaine’s fishing industry, 

working waterfront and marina.  

 

 

Heights and Viewshed 

 

Building heights and view corridors were a big part of the discussion during the crafting of the master 

plan. Great emphasis was placed on preserving the scenic 

vistas from H and G Street Plazas and the properties on the 

west side of Peace Portal Drive. The Wharf District Master 

Plan Map (Figure 2) identifies two primary view corridors 

and one secondary view corridor.  

 

Another key element in the viewshed analysis is the idea of 

“stepped heights.” Both the master plan and the Wharf 

Zoning District describe increasing height limits in the 

Mariner Village planning as you move closer to Marine 

Drive. Refer to the Wharf District Master Plan Map and 

note how the maximum heights increase from two stories 

(25 feet) to four stories (45 feet) and then again to five 

stories (55 feet) next to Marine Drive.  

Figure 4 
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Trees in viewshed 

 

While not included in the Master Plan, Figure 5 was used to evaluate heights during the original viewshed 

analysis. The top image, taken from the G Street Plaza, shows the mass of various conceptual buildings in 

lightly colored opaque rectangles. The bottom image, taken from the H Street Plaza, shows a bucket truck 

with the lift raised to various heights.  

 

 
 

Today Mariner Village looks nearly identical as it did a decade ago. There are no new mixed use buildings 

in the skyline. The only identifiable difference is that trees and vegetation have grown. As you can see can 

see in Figure 6, there is a grove of alder trees near the old train station that block the view from F Street 

intersection.  

 

The views from H and G Street Plazas enjoy sweeping 

vistas of the harbor, the San Juan Islands, White Rock and 

British Columbia. The Mariner Village planning area 

occupies a small portion of these sweeping vistas, and is 

framed with tall deciduous trees. Future buildings in 

Mariner Village will occupy a relatively small view 

corridor towards White Rock and Semiahmoo Bay.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 

Figure 6 
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The following image, taken from the G Street Plaza, shows the general view corridor that will be impacted 

by the proposed amendment. When considering this photo note the white canvas building in the center of 

the subject view corridor. This building is almost exactly 35 feet tall. Currently 55-foot tall buildings are 

allowed in Mariner Village.  

 

It is staff’s estimation that if buildings were constructed under the current maximum height limits, then the 

view of the water within the dashed yellow view corridor would be completely eliminated.  Most of the 

distant land mass would also be obstructed.  

 

 

 

A person’s viewpoint depends on where they stand, and the same can be said for analyzing the potential 

impacts on the viewshed. At the north end of Peace Portal Drive, near F Street, there is no anticipated 

impact on the viewshed due to a tall stand of deciduous trees on the railroad’s property near the old train 

station. As you move farther to the south along Peace Portal Drive, a more direct view of the Mariner 

Village planning area opens up.  

 

Future 55-foot tall buildings (as allowed today) would block views of the water, land and White Rock, in a 

small area leaving only the skyline above.   

 

Looking at the image above, these taller buildings are allowed from the right-hand side of the white 

canvas building to the edge of Milhollin Drive, and also where the web lockers are located. Staff believes 

that allowing additional 55-foot tall buildings in the same line of sight would have little if any impact on 

the viewshed.  

 

Increasing the height in the area between the railroad tracks and the white canvas building from 35 feet to 

45 feet would likely result in the loss of some of the view of the distant land, but the additional 10 feet of 

building is a fairly narrow strip at distance from the plazas. As noted early, the currently allowed 35-foot 

tall buildings would already completely block the water views.  

  

Web Lockers White Canvas Building 

Figure 7 
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This analysis is represented in Figure 8, a zoomed in photo with estimated building heights provided by 

the Port of Bellingham’s staff. CDS staff then added colored blocks to show the viewshed impact.  

 

 

 The area shown in red is 

the view that would be lost. 

 

 The area in green is where 

the height is increased, but 

the line of sight overlaps 

with an existing potential 

building in the background. 

(new taller building but no 

loss in view) 

 

 The area in blue and green 

is what is allowed today.  

 

While every viewpoint is affected a little differently by the proposed height increases, staff’s 

recommendation is that there would be little if any noticeable difference between what is allowed today 

and the proposed height increases requested in the proposal. As such staff is recommending that the 

proposed height increase be approved.  

 

 

Comprehensive Plan Consistency 

Comprehensive Plan Amendments are evaluated based on criteria in the Blaine Municipal Code.  Those 

criteria are as follows:  

 

 

16.04.080 Approval criteria for comprehensive plan amendments. 

 

In order to approve an initiated comprehensive plan amendment, the city shall find all of the 

following: 

 

A. The amendment conforms to the requirements of the GMA, is internally consistent with the 

comprehensive plan, is consistent with the county-wide planning policies and is consistent with 

any interlocal planning agreements; 

 

Staff Comment:  The proposed amendment has no demonstrable effect on the City’s compliance with the 

requirements of GMA.  It causes no internal inconsistency within the Comprehensive Plan.  There are no 

county-wide planning policies that relate to this proposal.  No interlocal-planning agreements speak 

directly to this action. As such, staff recommends this criterion has been satisfied.  

 

B. There is a demonstrable need for the amendment supported either by changed conditions or by 

new information developed by the director or the proponent; 

 

Staff Comment:  The changed conditions are those of the market. Specifically the market demands of 

today vs. those of 2007 when the Wharf District Master Plan was originally adopted.  After the economic 

downturn of 2008, the Port of Bellingham has seen very little development activity on their Blaine 

Figure 8 
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properties. Both City and Port staff agree that the original Master Plan had an ambitious development 

strategy that may not be achieved for years, if not decades.  

 

While the proposed amendment does not disallow the commercial and mixed use development envisioned 

by the plan, opening up the subzone to allow water related uses will help the Blaine Marina and foster 

the commerce that is already in place today. In order to keep the Wharf District Master Plan viable, and 

to reflect the intent of the property owner, staff recommends the application satisfies this criterion. 

 

C. The public interest will be served if the amendment is approved. In determining whether the 

public interest will be served, factors including but not limited to the following shall be 

considered: 

 

1. The anticipated effect upon the rate or distribution of population growth, employment 

growth, development, and conversion of land as envisioned in the comprehensive plan; 

 

2. The anticipated effect upon the ability of the city and/or other service providers, such as 

schools, water and/or sewer purveyors, fire districts, and others as applicable, to provide adequate 

services and public facilities including transportation facilities; and 

 

3. Anticipated impact upon natural systems; 

 

Staff Comment:  The proposal amendment should have no measureable impact on the City’s population 

growth, employment growth or conversion of land as envisioned by the comprehensive plan. The subzone 

area may still develop as a commercial and mixed use village, but in the meantime the Port may develop 

this area with water related uses to grow the marina, which in turn supports the economy of the City.  

 

Staff sees no reason why this amendment would have any significant effect on service purveyors to 

provide for the needs of future development.  Utility infrastructure that is needed will be reviewed at the 

development stage. 

 

The change in impact on natural systems will be negligible, and staff recommends this criterion has been 

satisfied.  

 

D. The amendment does not include nor facilitate illegal zoning. 

 

Staff Comment:  There are no aspects of this proposal that facilitate illegal zoning. 

 

Consistency with the Shoreline Master Program 

The City’s Shoreline Master Program has jurisdictional authority to the Wharf District. Changes to the 

Wharf District Master Plan need to be consistent with the goals and policies of the City’s Shoreline Master 

Program (SMP). Considering the proposed changes to the Wharf District Master Plan will increase 

support for water related uses, a primary goal of the SMP, consistency would appear to be pre-determined.  

 

The proposal for a 10-foot height increase in three of the subareas of Mariner Village also seems 

consistent with the SMP when considering the heights that are already allowed, and the minimal impacts 

of the additional height on the viewshed from Peace Portal Drive and downtown.  

 

The City recently completed an update to the SMP and has submitted the new plan to the Washington 

State Department of Ecology.  The updated SMP adopts the Wharf District Master Plan by reference and 

defers development standards to those of the Wharf District Master Plan.  Staff has conferred with 
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